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Abstract 
This paper explores the efficacy of using a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) as a platform for engaging with adult literacies
practitioners working in diverse communities across Scotland and the challenges this implies when quality of relationships are 
recognised as having a central influence on the learning process. Research methods included an analysis of interaction on Web 
2.0 based learning forums and a qualitative/quantitative evaluation of practice in the field. Early findings suggest the virtual
learning environment can provide a social space for learning - ‘Agora’ – a discursive space where students become participants in
the creation and dissemination of knowledge rather than passive consumers. The evidence gathered to date also shows that a 
‘blended’ approach to delivery of the TQAL programme is necessary to increase student use of the VLE. However, challenges 
remain in overcoming technical barriers and encouraging experimentation in developing new learning strategies.
© 2010 Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
‘Unfortunately too many Scots are unable to realise their potential because their literacy skills are insufficiently 
well developed. Yet, in an age of ever more sophisticated information and communications technology, high 
standards of literacy and numeracy are increasingly necessary. Scotland’s competitiveness in the global economy 
will require literate and numerate people, who have the flexibility to cope with changing work practices. It is also 
essential that no one is socially excluded because their level of literacy limits their ability to be effective in their 
personal, family or community life’ 
Professor Stephanie Young (Chair National Development Project (2000) Adult Literacies in Scotland) 
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The publication of the International Adult Literacies Survey (OECD 2000) elicited a response by the Scottish 
Executive – the ALNIS report 2001 – which set out key recommendations that were designed ‘to provide a focus for 
the development of national policy and strategy on adult literacy and numeracy’ (Scottish Executive 2001:5). The 
recommendations included making e-learning options available to adult literacies learners by April 2002 and that a 
fully accredited national training programme be launched to increase the number of trained practitioners by 2003. 
The Teaching Qualification in Adult Literacies (TQAL) is the fully accredited national training programme for 
adult literacies tutors in Scotland. It has been developed and delivered by a Scottish Consortium comprising the 
Universities of Aberdeen, Dundee, and Strathclyde and Forth Valley College of Further Education. The first pilot 
programme was completed in 2008. We are currently midway through the 2nd pilot which is due to complete in 
September 2010. The benchmarks which form the basis for the programme explicitly identify ICT as an integral 
element of the curriculum (Scottish Executive 2005:4.3). 
The focus of this paper is to examine the efficacy of the VLE as a platform for learning within the TQAL 
programme.  It will explain and explore the development of the qualification which aims to create a powerful 
learning environment, a 21st Century agora, which supports the transformation of the identity of tutors within a 
collaborative community of practice, and ultimately contributes to  a ‘system that learns’ within Scotland’s adult 
literacies community. Action Research is central to the teaching and learning approach in TQAL therefore in writing 
this exploratory paper we have adopted a similar methodology to inform our own data gathering process. 
The Scottish Executive (2001) articulated a commitment to a social practices approach in which literacies is 
viewed as a key element of community regeneration and lifelong learning. From this standpoint literacy and 
numeracy are considered complex capabilities and learning should relate directly to people’s lives as well as being 
focused on learners achieving their identified goals.  
The TQAL programme is underpinned by a constructivist understanding of learning. It provides opportunities to 
integrate experience, reflection, theorization and experimentation (Kolb, 1984). We draw upon Brookfield’s model 
of ‘four critically reflective lenses’, which direct practitioners to examine their own experience not only through 
their own eyes, but also through those of their colleagues, and of the adult learners they work with, as well as 
through the lens of current theory and research (Brookfield 1995).  An essential characteristic of the curriculum 
design of TQAL is a commitment to constructive alignment (Biggs 1999). By integrating intended learning 
outcomes, teaching methods and evaluation we aim to achieve purposeful student learning. 
The development of a community of practice is also integral to the course. We believe communities of practice 
offer potentially rich areas of learning (Wenger et al, 2002) and this theoretical paradigm has informed our use and 
development of the VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) in our blended learning approach.  Our view is that due to 
the philosophy informing the curriculum design (50% practice based) and the geographic dispersal of TQAL 
students across urban and rural Scotland the VLE must play and continue to play a central role in nurturing and 
supporting these communities of practice. The VLE hosts both formal and informal learning opportunities which are 
widely recognised as being mutually interdependent and reinforcing (Cheetham & Chivers, 2001) empirical 
evidence suggests that it provides a crucial bridge between face to face and remote learning activities. 
2. The Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) 
The TQAL online environment is hosted by the University of Dundee using the Blackboard interface and 
provides opportunities for communication, dissemination of information, resource sharing, and collaboration 
between all those involved in the pilot project. The VLE includes critical dialogical spaces for personal reflection 
and both synchronous and asynchronous discussion.  Routine use of Web 2.0 tools, such as blogs and wikis, have 
contributed to developing a concrete and virtual community of practice within which professional concerns, 
innovative ideas and fresh understandings circulate constructively.  The VLE has encouraged adult literacies tutors 
to connect with their peers across Scotland during the intervals between face to face study group meetings. In 
addition a wealth of resources has been created during the programme, to support  the pedagogical development of 
the VLE.
Our use of the VLE as a central element in the two pilot programmes and the ways in which we have responded 
to the social and technical challenges reflect the approaches we espouse in the TQAL programme.   The TQAL 
programme models a dialogical understanding of learning in which knowledge is fluid, constantly evolving and a 
product of social and cultural interaction. The metaphors of fluidity and evolution are just as aptly applied to 
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learning technologies of which the VLE is an example. The Virtual Learning Environment is an evolving medium 
and thus, like knowledge itself, in a permanent state of flux. This has created exciting opportunities but also 
presented challenges for staff and students who are often frustrated by technical difficulties and sometimes uncertain 
about how to utilise web based learning opportunities (Orton-Johnson 2009). 
The TQAL programme has through the support of academic tutors and support staff attempted to create a safe 
and secure ‘agora’ where students can have the confidence to articulate their views and engage critically in their 
learning.  The agora offers secure semi-public spaces in which students can reflect, discuss and critically challenge 
existing adult literacies theory and practice. Local and national fora provide opportunity for tutor and student lead 
discussion and debate. Adaptive release offers student spaces within the agora for inter and intra study group 
exchanges and for private individual reflection. 
Professional inquiry is considered to be at the heart of the approach embraced by TQAL (Ackland & Wallace 
2006) and thus students are required through action inquiry projects to explore and examine their own practice. 
Action Research as an element in the TQAL curriculum has the dual purpose of raising consciousness amongst 
practitioners about the nature of their practice and creating a body of evidence necessary for the validation and 
recognition of the emergent adult literacies field in Scotland. As McNiff and Whitehead (2000: 8) point out,
‘action research can be a powerful and liberating form of professional inquiry because it means that 
practitioners themselves investigate their own practice as they find ways of living more fully in the direction of their 
educational values’.
As previously stated we have adopted an action research approach in our own research about TQAL because we 
recognize that the programme is a work in progress. The quantitative and qualitative data used to inform our early 
analysis of the effectiveness of the VLE in our blended learning approach comprises transcripts of online 
synchronous and asynchronous dialogue and statistics about student engagement with the medium. The following 
discussion uses the evidence we currently have available to reflect upon how effective we have been and some of 
the challenges that we have faced. 
3. Our Early Findings 
We have identified three factors which are crucial in facilitating an ‘open and participatory environment’. These 
are consistent with the findings in other research relating to e-learning (Heinz and Procter 2004; Cobb 2009; Sadera 
et al 2009). Two of the factors are social and technical in character. Firstly, the social is concerned with establishing 
the right conditions in the learning environment which will enable free, open and honest exchanges between peers 
and with academic staff.  Secondly, the technical is about ensuring the provision of a consistently dependable virtual 
platform for engagement.  The third influential aspect is the ‘blended approach’ to delivery of the TQAL 
programme.  
The evidence analysed suggests that there is a direct correlation between frequency and quality of participation in 
the VLE and the occurrence of face to face learning opportunities.  In both pilots, activity on the VLE has increased 
significantly after study blocks. In the 1st pilot, activity noticeably increased during Modules 3 and 4 and a similar 
pattern of activity was detected in the 2nd pilot. Substantial face to face contact, as our evidence has shown, is a key 
factor in the way that the frequency and frankness of exchanges have increased and developed after social contact 
through study blocks, residential events and assessment.  
Extracts from data feedback posted on a group discussion forum after a two day residential illustrate both in their 
content and style the effect of face to face events on the quality of interaction on the platform. 
It was great to meet with TQAL students from all of the learning centres and to discover that 
everyone’s worries, grumbles and joys of essay writing (!!) are pretty much the same. 
It was really good to meet the other learners and the group work process allowed us to mix.  
As everyone else has already said, the 2 days were a great chance to meet up and share 
thoughts/feelings on TQAL so far with our peers. 
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Getting the opportunity to discuss the action enquiry with last year's TQAL-ers was very beneficial to 
me.
I felt the 2 days were very useful, and good to meet the other TQAL groups too. 
Just to show I have turned over a new leaf I thought I would reply before my holiday!  I thought it was 
a good two days with lots of relevant info for the assessment.  Felt that the timing of the first 
assignment was not so good for us holiday makers.  Really enjoyed meeting the other groups and also 
last years TQAL folk helped to focus on what the research action could be.  
The opportunity to meet fellow students, share concerns and recognize that experiences and emotions about 
learning are common across the student cohort appears to have had a positive effect upon preparedness to engage on 
the VLE. Therefore, in order to achieve greater use of the VLE on the programme we believe a ‘blended learning’ 
approach is required.  
Heinze and Procter‘s (2004) research identified several strengths and weaknesses of blended learning from a  
student perspective. The strengths included its compatibility with working life; suitability for different types of 
learners; allowed for flexible learning times (reduced the need for attendance, increased e-learning); and good 
student support.  The weaknesses were identified as not enough guidance (despite the reduced contact time being 
also identified as a positive); blackboard usage and related technical issues (access, navigation, etc.); lack of 
communications on the VLE; poor use of discussion boards and unsatisfactory use of the face to face session time. 
These are findings are mirrored in our own research.  
Carman (2002:3) suggested that there are five key ingredients in successful blended learning approaches these 
include Live Events; Self-Paced Learning; Collaboration; Assessment; Performance Support Materials with ‘Live, 
synchronous events being identified as a main “ingredient” of blended learning.’ We would go further and assert 
that fundamental to successful blended learning are live face to face learning events and it is these which establish 
the secure foundations for constructive e-learning. 
The literature, therefore, suggests that a successful blended learning approach is reliant upon a number of factors 
but principal amongst these is the existence of a community of practice (Cobb 2009; Sadera et al 2009). The 
development of a functioning community of practice requires significant input by all participants but the role of the 
academic tutor is pivotal. Tutors have to achieve a fine balance between risking appearing to be overly directive or 
conversely neglectful (Derntl &Motschnig- Ptrik 2005). 
As already stated our focus as tutors when using the VLE was to create a ‘safe’ environment for students to 
explore their understandings of literacies and what this meant for their practice individually and collaboratively with 
their peers and colleagues. However, research suggests that the development of an effective VLE requires 
significant input and direction from academic tutors (Carmen 2002, Jacobson 2008) and   we suggest the E-
moderator is an essential component (Heinz & Procter). Indeed the contributions above were a response to this 
posting by an academic tutor. 
It was great to meet you all again. Your feedback and comments about the two days here will 
be appreciated and support the development of this pilot. It will also help kick off our regular 
discussion fora. 
Our experience indicates that taking a more directive and structured approach towards timing and content of 
online activities has resulted in greater participation by students. Viewed from a Vygotskian perspective (Vygotsky 
1986) these directive types of intervention provide structure and direction and offer a scaffolding device from which 
students can begin to grow in confidence and take risks in their use of the VLE and their interaction within it. 
There are of course a range of relationships which contribute to the creation of an effective social learning online 
network. These we have found to be in the interactions between academic tutor and practice tutor; practice tutor and 
student; and student and student (Chapman et al 2008; So & Brush 2008). Practice Tutors are experienced adult 
literacies practitioners who support the students in the practice element of the programme (Derntl & Motschnig- 
Ptrik 2005). 
Overall, the technical performance of the platform has met the majority of our needs however there have been 
some problems related to access and functionality of the software. Some of the problems can be attributed to the 
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unusual nature of timetabling and organisational requirements of TQAL whilst others relate to software 
programming.  The technical problems have presented obstacles which act as a barrier or disincentive to use the 
VLE. However students have generally responded well to the introduction of applications currently in the public 
domain as media for information exchange and practice sharing. These include Ning, Delicious and Flikr. Anecdotal 
evidence suggests that student persistence in the use of new technologies and resilience in the face of technical 
challenge is in part attributable to the communities of practice which have developed based on the aforementioned 
relationships. 
Our early findings relating to the use of the VLE resonate with Werner’s (1995) views about the individual’s 
ability to moderate negative situations, through giving and receiving support. Bernard’s (1991) recognition of the 
importance of established communities in fostering resilience also has resonance with the TQAL experience in 
relation to conquering fears about new technology.   
The confident use, by students, of applications available within the public domain also gives support to the view 
that the social practice approach is an effective enabler for increasing learner participation.  Brett (2009) argues that 
the main challenge to the effective use of new technologies in education is the evolution of social practices around 
them and how to resolve discrepancies between broader social uses and educational contexts. Students’ familiarity 
with the social practices of social networking sites was evident in their generally confident engagement with Ning as 
a platform to upload practice evidence. This response suggests that reluctance or resistance to the use of the VLE 
may relate to lack of familiarity with or confidence in the perceived social practices within higher and further 
education.  In other words uncertainty about how one should communicate on a platform specifically designed for 
education purposes may be the principal barrier to its effective use. The effective use of e-learning technologies may 
become more apparent when individuals’ feelings about formal learning per se and their role in the learning process 
are better understood.  
4. Conclusion 
If Scotland is ‘to provide a focus for the development of national policy and strategy on adult literacy and 
numeracy’ that provides adult literacy learners with quality e-learning opportunities, the national training 
programme for adult literacies tutors needs to incorporate the use of e-learning within its national training 
programme. In this paper we have described the philosophy of the TQAL programme and the approach taken in 
ensuring the inclusion of the VLE in the delivery of the national training.  
So to reiterate, the interim findings of the research suggests that in order for the VLE to become an effective 
learning platform within the TQAL programme, focus on how to create an environment in which students feel able 
to engage with the VLE in a way that is ‘open and participatory’ (Jacobson 2008) is essential.  To ensure that the  
national professional training programme addresses the technical and social aspects of the VLE, we strongly 
advocate that the approach adopted is a ‘blended’ one. It is anticipated that data collected during the final evaluation 
of the programme later in 2010 will provide a more detailed understanding of the factors and dynamic which 
facilitate effective learning through the VLE. 
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